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Plans for the largest expansion 
of marine life around the UK were 
announced last month. Fishing, 
dredging and other activities, 
including wind turbines, are to be 
banned or restricted at a minimum 
of 15 new sites around both the 
east and west coast and at sites far 
offshore at Rockall — the most distant 
westerly British territory 350 km from 
the Western Isles — and the Wyville 
Thomson Ridge off the north of 
Scotland.
The aim is to protect benthic 
organisms, such as sponges, corals 
and shellfish, from the damage of 
trawling, as well as the more mobile 
organisms that benefit from a richer 
seabed, such as the cuckoo wrasse 
fish.
The UK nominations for protected 
areas have been submitted to the EU 
for approval and, if all are agreed, 
the country’s protected marine areas 
would double in size from two to four 
per cent.
The announcement was welcomed 
by conservation groups. The Wildlife 
Trusts, an umbrella organisation 
for regional bodies, said it was “a 
significant step towards the UK 
government realising its commitment 
to establishing an ecologically 
coherent network of marine protected 
areas.”
But there are worries that 
government plans for major cuts in 
expenditure across all departments 
and activities, to be announced 
next month, will leave conservation 
agencies unable to implement the 
plans. 
Andrew Dodd, head of site 
conservation policy for Europe’s 
largest wildlife charity, the Royal 
Society for the Protection of Birds, 
said: “We are generally concerned, 
but like everyone else we will wait 
to see how government decides its 
priorities in the autumn. To date it 
hasn’t been a priority, we just hope this 
great announcement demonstrates 
the government’s commitment to our 
wonderful marine life.”
Whatever the outcome of these 
plans, steps are under way to bolster 
the population of the European 
sturgeon, now one of the rarest of the 
continent’s fish. It is protected under 
the Wildlife and Countryside Act in the 
UK, the EU Habitats Directive, the Bern 
Convention, the Ospar Convention and 
Cites.
In the early years of the last century, 
catches of the occasional sturgeon 
were a regular occurrence for 
fishermen pursuing other species in 
European waters. North Sea fishermen 
regularly landed 400–1,000 fish per 
year. But nowadays almost none are 
seen. New efforts are now being made 
in France and Germany to re-establish 
the species, which, like salmon, 
breeds in freshwater rivers.
Artificial breeding is now under 
way in France, with reintroduction 
of juvenile sturgeon into the wild at 
a number of localities. In 2008 and 
2009, respectively, 80,000 and 40,000 
reared juveniles were released into the 
Garonne and Dordogne (tributaries 
of the Gironde) under the Bern 
Conservation Action Plan. In Germany, 
an additional 50 specimens derived 
from the French programme were 
released in September 2008 into the 
River Elbe, for the purpose of gaining 
more information about habitat 
preferences and threats. 
In the future, researchers plan to 
experiment with restocking in the Oste 
and Stoer rivers, and the scientists 
believe that young sturgeon will also 
start to appear in UK waters.
Archaeologists have discovered 
that sturgeon bones have been 
recovered from sites around the 
UK, suggesting that they were once 
common and caught in waters there. 
A record specimen weighing 262 kg, 
and measuring 356 cm in length, was 
caught by the trawler Alexandra in the 
North Sea in 1925, and a photo of the 
huge fish is displayed at the Lowestoft 
Maritime Museum.
In spite of new conservation efforts, 
it is likely to be some time before such 
an individual is seen again.
Efforts to protect some marine 
environments and species are 
growing. Nigel Williams reports.
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Concerns: Plans to bolster stocks of the rare European sturgeon are under way. (Photo: Roberto Nistri/Alamy.)
